Estrogen-containing oral contraceptive agents. A basis for their thrombogenicity.
The mechanism whereby estrogen-containing contraceptives facilitate thrombosis is obscure, and published data concerning their effect on antithrombin III are conflicting. Plasma samples were examined for the quantity of antithrombin III and activated factor X (Xa) inhibitory activity among 57 women receiving oral contraceptives and 48 controls. The quantity of antithrombin III in both groups was normal. In contrast, Xa inhibitory activity was significantly reduced (P less than .001) among patients taking oral contraceptives, compared to controls. Heparin sodium added to plasma from patients taking contraceptives raised Xa inhibitory activity toward or above normal without changing the quantity of antithrombin III. The effect of estrogen is not to decrease the quantity of plasma antithrombin III, but rather to diminish plasma Xa inhibitory activity, an effect that can be abolished by heparin.